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How to engage design students 
to become Problem finders as 
well as Problem solvers
Due to a changing economic, social, cultural and technological landscape design problems 
have become more complicated with the role of the designer expanding. Designers are 
moving from just responding to a brief from a client to also actively engaging with users 
and stakeholders to become ‘problem finders’  as well as ‘problem solvers’. In order to 
meet these challenges design education must equip students with the skills to seek out 
new opportunities for design solutions. This article outlines a methodology adopted and 
developed to guide Product Design students in carrying out primary research to identify 
the needs of users and stakeholders in any given context. The methodology was developed 
in the course of conducting a number of projects at University Limerick (UL) in conjunction 
with University Limerick Smarter travel over a three year period.  Its effectiveness is 
outlined and the extent to which students were able to develop a mind-set that enabled 
the uncovering of insights that led to innovative solutions is examined.  Furthermore, the 
























































































































transition to a smarter form of travel as easy 







Figure 1 The project process



















“Extreme participants help to unearth 
unarticulated behaviours, desires, and needs 
of the rest of the population, but are easier 
to observe and identify because they feel the 














































































Figure 4 The research participants 
Figure 5 Observations 
Figure 6 ‘Try it yourself’ technique 
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are.	“ In the ‘beginner’s mind’ there are many 








































































Figure 7: The creation of an affinity diagram 
Observations Problems Needs
The bike doctor is only 
available one day a week.
Some students can’t 
access the service this 
day.
More flexible bike doctor hours.
The majority of students 
ignore smarter travel 
emails.
This leads to a lack of 
knowledge on smarter 
travel facilities.
A coherent delivery of 
information.
Students carry a lot of 
supplies and equipment to 
college.
It is difficult to carry 
things while walking or 
cycling.
An easier way to walk or cycle to 
college while carrying supplies.
Bikes are expensive. The initial investment of 
a bike is a deterrent.
An incentive for students and 


























































Need statement rankings Score
A system of informing customers how long they will be waiting 5
A way to accommodate people’s schedules 5
A way of informing the bike doctors of repairs needed to provide better planning 4
A way for customers to limit their time in the queue 4
An easier way to walk or cycle to college while carrying supplies 3
Based on a 1-5 Likert Scale (1 = no importance, 2 = not very important, 3 = moderately 
important, 4 = important, 5 = extremely important)
Table 2: Need statement ranking using a Likert scale
Figure 8:  Need statement ranking by grouping 
Table 3: Design guide
Must Haves Nice to Haves Discarded
A way for Eoin to have 
a reliable means of 
transport.
An informative way of showing 
students the ideal way of 
carrying items to college
A way for Ciara to accurately 
predict her journey time.
A way of preventing 
theft.
Adequate facilities for students 
to leave bikes nearby.
A way of reducing the amount 
of time spent in transition.
A better delivery of 
information.
A means for cyclists within 
UL to communicate with each 
other.
An adequate deterrent to 
people breaking glass on 
routes.
A way of informing 
people of the nearest bike 
rack.
A way for students to repair 
their bikes anytime of the day.
A practical way of shopping 
for students without the use 
of cars.
A way of keeping cyclists 
safe, that takes into 
account social pressures.
A way to maintain all paths 
in UL.









































































































































with	techniques	such	as, ‘show me’	and	‘5 


























Figure 10 Wet gear storage evaluation
















































Figure 12 Bike app solution
